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Belize has been named by the US Department of State as one of the Caribbean nations that engage
in laundering the proceeds of drug trafficking due to its strategic geographical location, strong
bank secrecy protections, lack of enforcement of laws and regulations, and weak investigatory and
prosecutorial capacity.
According to the 2017 International Narcotics Control Strategy Report (INCSR), Belize’s two
Free Trade Zones – the Corozal Free Zone with 282 businesses, located on the border with
Mexico (NotiCen, Oct. 17, 2013), and the Benque Viejo Free Zone, located on the western border
with Guatemala, “are routinely used to move money across borders and to facilitate the illegal
importation of duty free products.”
Added to this, Belize allows financial activities that are commonly used for money laundering
purposes, such as offshore banks, insurance companies, trust service providers, mutual fund
companies, and international banking corporations.
In March 2016, US businessman Robert Bandfield, 71, pleaded guilty in a Brooklyn federal court to
helping stock manipulators launder US$250 million through Belize, a case that illustrates the type of
financial fraud that has become common in the Caribbean country, as highlighted in the report.
Bandfield was arrested in 2014 following an investigation into shell companies used by penny-stock
promoters to commit financial fraud. He was one of six individuals named in an indictment that
preceded a raid on Titan International Securities, a company whose activities caused suspicion after
its stock valuation suddenly increased to more than US$4 billion even though it had no assets.
According to US prosecutors, Bandfield owned a series of companies in Belize and masterminded
a scheme that enabled his clients to evade taxes by manipulating US stock prices, laundering the
proceeds of illegal activities, and transferring the money to the US. The scheme was uncovered after
investigators listened to his phone conversations through wiretaps set up in his office. Bandfield was
arrested after he agreed to launder money for an undercover law-enforcement agent who posed as a
stock promoter for two years.
Another case that highlighted Belize’s unsavory reputation as a money-laundering hub was the 12month suspension of British lawyer Susan Anita Barrington-Binns following an investigation into
the transfer to Belize Bank International, an offshore bank in Belize, of US$1.6 million that her office
had received from a client without verifying that the funds had not been obtained illegally. The
transfer took place in November 2013.

Cracking down on money laundering
The report acknowledges that Belizean authorities have taken steps to tackle the problem, such as
amending its Money Laundering and Terrorism (Prevention) Act in 2016 to include the funding of
terrorist organizations as a crime that needs to be addressed.
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It also notes that the new director of the Belize International Financial Services Commission, who
took office in July 2016, is striving to implement fee increases and more stringent due-diligence
requirements on the offshore financial sector.
The Financial Intelligence Unit (FIU), the report notes, has provided anti-money laundering
training to entities that could be used by drug trafficking groups, such as international financial
service providers, credit unions, and providers of money transfer services. The FIU has also made
compliance visits to the Corozal and Benque Viejo free trade zones.
An important step was taken in 2016 when the FIU signed memoranda of understanding with
the police, the Customs & Excise Department, and the Income Tax Department with the aim of
improving information and resource sharing, and also carried out a national risk assessment with
technical assistance from international experts in order to highlight potential money laundering
risks and plan future actions.

Corruption, limited resources hampers efforts
However, according to the report, the overall effort to reduce money laundering is hampered by
the fact that the effectiveness of the state actors involved, such as the FIU, the Customs & Excise
Department, and the police, is limited as a result of corruption, political interference, and limited
human resources.
The US Department of State also highlights a number of deficiencies within the FIU, such as high
staff turnover rates. “Leadership continuity is an issue, as there have been three FIU directors in as
many years,” it noted, adding that “in an effort to compensate for staffing deficiencies, the FIU has
called upon senior attorneys in private practice to lead the prosecution of serious or complex cases
due to the lack of experience of the two prosecutors on staff.”
Another weakness is the fact that although there are mechanisms for the exchange of information
between Belize and other countries, including the US, “Belize is slow to respond to requests from
foreign financial information units” and “INTERPOL requests are routinely ignored,” the report
said.
In 2016, Belize prosecuted and convicted five people for failure to declare more than US$5,000 (the
Belizean authorities raised this threshold to US$10,000 in April last year) in cash when entering
or leaving the country. However, the report notes that there were no major money laundering
prosecutions.
“Belize has struggled to investigate money laundering and other financial crimes, resulting in a
low number of money laundering prosecutions and convictions. The judicial branch expressed
concern about the sustainability of Belizean anti-money laundering laws since they have not been
implemented effectively. Belize investigators and prosecutors need instruction on implementation of
these laws,” the US State Department said.
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